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Introduction
The emergence of tourism as a new force of change affecting most developing economies has
given rise to two sets of concerns: how to control the abrasive consequences of tourism and
how to manage the change in such a way that can maximise the benefits to the host society.
While much of the literature on tourism development addresses the first set of concerns with a
common focus on the economic, socio-cultural and environmental impacts, the second set
appears to have been neglected.  To be sure, all service providers are always keen to know
what it takes to make consumers satisfied with their products and how to retain customer
loyalty.  Many have even conducted the familiar in-house service quality survey but the
outcome is rarely revealed in published forms. As outsiders, the academic researchers are left
in near darkness as to what the good, bad and ugly sides of the Malaysian hospitality industry
really are.
A common impression one gets from consultancy and newspaper reports is that Malaysia
has an edge over most of the destinations in the developing world on account of the
widespread use of English as a medium of tourist communication. To some extent, such a
scenario may be traced to the legacy of the colonial past which left the pre-independence
generation of Malaysians with the ability to relate in English. Since the introduction of Malay
as a medium of instruction in schools and institutions of higher learning, however, some have
witnessed a gradual erosion of the quality of communication skill in English as a language of
travel. This decline unfortunately happens as more tourists arrive and as more programmes are
introduced to train workers for the hospitality sector.  In their attempts to equip graduates with
better capability in English communication, a number of institutions have introduced courses
purposefully designed to remedy students’ deficiency in this area. There is currently an
initiative to extend the hospitality language module to the certificate and diploma levels.  Such
initiative, as in the case of the degree-level competency programmes, is still in the nascent
stage given the absence of an appropriate model to adopt from the existing bank of English for
specific purposes (ESP) programmes in the Western centres of higher learning.  This paper
aims to give a preliminary account of the difficulties faced in the teaching-learning process of
English for hospitality purposes at Universiti Utara Malaysia where, in recognition of the need
to improve students’ competency in professional hospitality communication, the subject is
made compulsory for those enrolled in the Bachelor of Tourism Management programme.
Given the lack of a modular tradition in this subject area, learning difficulties are to be
expected. It may have to do with one, two, or a combination of factors affecting course
effectiveness such as curriculum design, quality of teacher, pedagogy, characteristics of
students, teaching material, learning environment, and facilities. Rather than examining an
entire set of factors accounting for student difficulties, this paper focuses on the students –
their personal profile and opinion on the factors that may be regarded as impediments to the
learning of English for Hospitality Purposes. It is hoped that by uncovering the variables that
are perceived to constrain learning, some remedial strategies can be considered towards
assisting the learners. Thus the first part of the paper describes the characteristics of the
students. This is followed by an analysis of their responses to a set of questions relating to
perceived learning difficulties. The third part discusses the implications of the findings
including some consideration on remedial strategies that can be drawn from the findings of the
survey.
The Context
This study treats students’ learning difficulties as an open question although the writers are
quite aware of the tendency to locate the singular or clustered explanatory factors in recent
studies on the subject (Skidmore 1999; Graham 1997; Jalili-Grenier & Chase 1997; see also
Amir Awang et al. 1979; Ong 1979).  Whereas many put the blame on the organization or
system of learning, others look for deficiencies in students (see Skidmore 1999).  We are also
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aware that the central issue in this paper is hardly addressed in the literature which is heavily
skewed towards learning difficulties among the physically disabled.  A cursory reading of
available literature suggests a lack of research on learning difficulties (Awang Had 1979,
Oxford 1990).  For a new course such as English for Hospitality Purposes discourse on the
subject if any, is very rare.  Although tourist-related programmes have been introduced in this
country since the mid-1960s, there has never been a course designed to equip students with
communication skills for hospitality purposes until the end of 1998 when a proposal to
introduce the course was first tabled for approval at Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM).
Consequently, the first batch of hospitality language learners in the country started their
classes as a general education option in mid 1999.  Although another version was submitted to
Universiti Utara Malaysia (UUM) in late 1999, this course was only introduced in November
2001 (Semester II 2001/2002).  Data from this paper were mainly drawn from thirty-nine
students in the class of June 2002 (Semester I 2002/2003).  The questionnaire was developed
based on the input obtained from a focus group session conducted four weeks before the
course ended comprising of eleven volunteers from the hospitality class.  The aim of the focus
group session was to brainstorm solely on the difficulties encountered by students in learning
English hospitality language.
English for Hospitality Purposes Course
The course was conducted over a period of fourteen weeks.  It is a standard practice in UUM
to equip students with a course handbook or module.  Hence, for this course, students were
given a module each, containing relevant notes on the definition and origin of hospitality,
apart from its general description, objectives, scheme of work and course requirements.  A
glossary of hospitality-related words was attached with some exercises to start with.  There
was no textbook used as it was felt that there is no single textbook available in the market that
can cover the topics dealt with in this course.  Students were exposed to the elements of
home-based and commercial-based hospitality.  Since students doing the course were
majoring in tourism, a great deal of care had been taken in the selection of relevant handouts
to ensure that they could relate to other tourism-related courses taken during the semester.
Some of the topics include:
• Some theoretical perspectives on hospitality
• Social contact between tourists and hosts of different cultural background
• Types of customer service
• Hosting/visiting cycle; hospitality practice
• Customer contacts & relationship
• Host-guest attitudes
• Hosting international guests
• English at the service counter
• Useful hospitality expressions
Assessments were based on continuous evaluation that included two on-going written tests,
two role-play presentations, a short term observation (field visit), field report and oral
presentation of the report.  Students were fully briefed on the fact that the content of the
course was a combination of theory and practical language skills.
Students’ Profile
To further understand how students were learning as well as what they were learning, it is
essential to have a clear view of the students’ profile.  At the beginning of the semester, the
students who were in their early twenties were asked to fill in a learner profile form each
which consists of personal and academic details; the students’ full name and college address,
the SPM English result, the length of study and their degree programme.  The rest of the form
contained questions pertaining to the use of English (see Appendix 1). They were also asked
to rate their own proficiency in English and whether they had visited any commercial
establishment before enrolling in the course.  This group of students was not homogeneous
culturally and academically. Culturally, they came from different ethnic background.  The rest
were Ibans, Kadazans and other ethnic groups (see Table 1).  Academically, there was a wide
variation of the SPM English scores, from 1 to 7.  This indicated that it was a mixed ability
group with an uneven foundation in English.
































There was further differentiation with regard to residential address.  Some came from
rural areas while others came from the city or small towns.  In terms of family background,
a few came from households where English was commonly used. (See Table 1 end of this
paper)
Most students used English only with their English instructors. This also explains the fact
that a good proportion of the students had never visited a commercial establishment.
When the students were asked to rate their command of English from one to five, the
average rating was 2.4.  It was found that their SPM English result did not correspond with
their self-rating on English proficiency.  For some, they might be good in written English
but not so in spoken English.  The socio-cultural context conjures a non-homogeneous
situation unlike that of Korea and Japan.  Presumably, the groups in Korea, Japan or
Turkey are more homogeneous compared to the multicultural host community in Malaysia.
Although there is no study which compares the inter-lingual distance between the first
language (L1) and the second language (L2) of Asiatic languages and English, it is
reasonable to assume that different linguistic groups have different cultural distance to
English.  When it comes to expectations, the students did not seem to be fully aware of the
relevance of the course to their future career path.  This may be perceived as a problem
with cross-cultural distance (see Appendix 2).  While all of the students wanted an
improvement in their English proficiency, seven hoped to get good grades with three
stating A and B Grades, three aimed at building confidence and twenty of the students
mentioned grammar and speaking skills. The attendance, however, had always been full
with occasionally, very few absentees.  Though the mode of teaching was intended to be
interactive with students giving active input, the actual conduct turned out to be more
teacher-centred as students rarely asked questions. They would be eager to collect teaching
notes including asking for a loan of transparencies of materials that were not given.  They
had the tendency to ask a lot of questions during two formal consultations and this was to
be expected as five percent was awarded for the visit.  Moreover, at the face-to-face level,
students felt less apprehensive since they would not be subjected to class ridicule even if
they made mistakes in their articulation.
Based on the information provided, the students were found to have the following
characteristics:
(i) They had low SPM entry point, with no MUET result except for eight students
(band 2-4).
(ii) They lacked opportunities for practice, with rare exceptions; most did not speak
English at home.  Very few of them read English newspapers; the majority read the
vernacular press.
(iii)A few who were proficient in English spoke English at home and among friends but
as a rule, they did not speak English other than with the lecturers. Most of the
courses were conducted in Bahasa Melayu at UUM although recently attempts have
been made to encourage lecturers of other subjects to use English as medium of
communication in order to provide a supportive environment.
(iv)Some of the students already had exposure to commercial establishments but most
did not hence it was not easy for them to visualise the work situation.  This was
evident when they came for consultation looking rather blur on the visit that they
were going to do.
(v) They had low self-confidence with the average rating of 2.4 of their English
proficiency on a 1-5 scale.
(vi)In general, they were highly motivated as they expected the course to deliver
competency for communication skills but many aimed at getting good grades to
beef their CGPA.
(vii)Attitude wise, the students belonged to two psychographic types: the realist and the
self-conscious.
(viii)They generally delivered low quality class presentation, in part demonstrating a
lack of understanding of the purpose of the course.
(ix)They lacked learning skills and were solely dependent on what the lecturer gave.
(x) Nevertheless, they were very cooperative when it came to presentations even when
the lecturer had to nominate.
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The profile indicates linguistic distance and ignorance of cultural frame of reference, the
compliant, indirect and introverts, oriental tradition as opposed to direct, extroverted Anglo-
Saxon tradition.  As Crystal asserts, “…a cultural frame of reference becomes increasingly
important the greater the ‘distance’ between languages. To succeed in an oriental language, for
example, a westerner needs the support of several of the above studies. But a cultural
perspective is needed even with ‘nearby’ languages, in order to grasp the social significance of
a linguistic feature (e.g. slang, accents, or terms of address, p.44) or to follow the subject
matter of daily conversation…” (1987: 368: see also Crystal 1997).  Thus in learning English
for hospitality purposes, one cannot avoid knowing and using the appropriate expressions of
hospitality that are embedded in the English culture.  This means, students must have a greater
readiness to engage in language learning beyond the linguistic perimeter to include cultural
appreciation and the understanding of idioms and other nuanced expressions.
Results of Questionnaire-survey
The questionnaires, which contained 25 structured and one open-ended questions using Likert
Scale 1-4 (1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=agree, 4=strongly agree), were distributed to 30
students.  As mentioned earlier, the questionnaire was derived from a brainstorming session
held with eleven volunteers from the same group of students.  In the subsequent
questionnaire-survey, students were also asked to provide comments, if any, on questions
related to course content, handouts, the relevance of the course, the use of facilities and their
communication skill apart from the Likert-Scale evaluation. The results are shown in Table 2
below. Both the questionnaire-survey and the focus group session reveal several categories of
difficulties as listed below:
1. Difficulties with grammar and vocabulary.
2. Difficulty in communicating and expressing ideas.
3. Lack of understanding and appreciation of the purpose of course.
4. Demanding course requirement.
5. Access to information on course and reading materials.
6. Access to facilities.
7. Difficulties in preparing for role-play and presentation.
8. Difficulties in class participation.
9. Difficulties in asking questions.
10. Lack of ideas for field visit.
11. Difficulties arising from overcrowding in class.
(See Table 2 end of this paper) Since hospitality is a global phenomenon that cuts across
culture, people seem to understand the basic cycle of host-guest encounter.  Most encounters
will have the beginning, that is, the arrival stage and the ending or departure stage or the so-
called welcome and goodbye cycle.  The average classroom procedure follows similar pattern
but what goes on in the classroom differs from one lesson to another.   The majority of the
students (60 %) felt that they had little understanding of the hospitality practice before doing
the course while 40 percent did not think so.  However, they were in agreement with regard to
the need to have an in-depth understanding of the hospitality cycle after completing the
course. The course was regarded as useful in helping them to understand the other courses
better.  In contrast, five students felt that the course only concentrated on hospitality in hotels
and not on marketing of sales associated with tourism, which also required skills in
interpersonal including hospitality communication.  This suggests a lack of understanding of
the purpose of the course. As a whole, the course and its content received high ratings from all
the students while at the same time, 70 percent claimed that references were not enough and
suggested that a text on this is prepared.  Even though to some extent the comment is valid, it
is also clear that students had the tendency to want to be spoonfed.  A student’s verbatim
comment reads as follows:
“…Field project.  We didn’t get a clear view about what we going to do…the lecturer
can briefly explain, show the sample about what has been done by the previous
badge (sic.). Hard to get good points in English papers. We don’t get what we were
expected to do…lecturer should identify the students mistakes everywhere…”
































The students were found not to be socially and psychologically disposed to interactive
learning hence not surprisingly, most of them did not ask questions in class. They were not
communicative, not expressive, in situations where they were expected to be.  This is a
symptom of a compliant behaviour, characteristics of Asian students who are too shy to ask
questions (Awang Had 1979: 61).  Even though the results indicate that many students
expressed concern regarding the lack of clarity in the instructor’s guides to role-play and field
visit, very few of them asked questions.  It could well be due to self-centredness; they did not
want the benefit of their initiative to be shared by others’ or lack of self-confidence in terms of
how they relate to others, a ‘play safe’ mentality which reinforces the silent and compliant
culture characteristic of their lot.  The size of the class (39 students) was also a contributing
factor, which inhibited the students from participating, and this was expressed by some of the
respondents.  It was felt that there were too many rivals for them to compete with plus the fact
that they were shy. But the majority of the students wanted more opportunities for speaking
indicating that interest was high and the students’ valued the opportunity to learn English (see
Paitoon 1979).  A few of them asked for more spontaneous role-play acts, the reason being,
there would not be an element of copying others’ presentations and that it would be fun. This
suggests a lack of initiative and resourcefulness in preparing as well as peer rivalry.  In
contrast, other students felt that they needed more time to prepare for the role-play
presentations, something they were always short of, given the demands of heavy course load
throughout the semester.
Where field visit was concerned, slightly more than half of the students (53.3 %) felt that a
minimum of three visits to a sample hospitality provider for empirical observation was
adequate while a little over 40 percent thought that was not enough.  Only one student (3.3%)
felt that the observations were too many.  The course required students to observe the
hospitality practice in any one of the hospitality provider premises for a minimum of four to
five visits during the ten-week period to be followed by the preparation of a written report on
the visit.  Most students claimed that such exercise was important, effective in reinforcing
their understanding of the hospitality cycle.  However, a few raised concerns about it being
costly and that marks awarded did not match with the time and effort spent on preparing the
report.
Although the subject of equitable access to learning as raised by Harklau (1998) is not
really addressed in this exploratory paper, the student profile indicates a wide variation in
English proficiency among the students.  This calls for a more personal approach in teaching
which, as the students themselves felt, ought to be conducted in small classes of between 20-
25 people.  The weakest students may be asked to do extra homework or exercises such as
keeping a journal or compiling their own glossary of hospitality terms.
Conclusion and Implications
A familiar response pattern when students talk about their difficulties in learning a course is
that they will tell us about the teacher.  It is also observed that because the students could not
readily identify their difficulties, they may not be fully aware of the problem and will always
end up not realising the difficulties. This is felt to be genuine though this category of students
may be labelled as ignorant. Teachers are felt to have a lot of empathy for students some of
whom displayed an acute lack of confidence and are heavily dependent on what is taught in
the classroom.  Real difficulties will remain as difficulties unless teachers through a series of
probing and brainstorming sessions discover them.  A course without a text such as this one,
may require the researchers to produce one that includes coverage on both elements of local
and international culture of hosting and visiting.  Despite this shortcoming, hospitality
students appeared to have recognised its relevance and valued the opportunity to learn the
language and especially the experiences during field visit.
In order to ensure effective learning, students must be exposed to an understanding of their
learning difficulties and not simply to the course content and constraints.  They are usually too
exam-conscious to actually realise that the learning process is not simply a task completed for
passing the exam or merely for fulfilling course requirements.  Where hospitality is
concerned, it ought to go beyond the exam grades.  Students need to be fully aware of the
cross-cultural adaptation hence they need culture capsule exercises to broaden their horizon.
They must learn the appropriate culture and its appropriate context.  This is where the field
visit can expose them to the real host-guest encounters.  The implication here is that while
there is still a great deal of research to be conducted in the area of learner difficulties as a
general theme, the study demonstrates that fieldwork is a useful component of the learning
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exercise.  It behooves on academic planners and administrators to forge greater strategic
alliances with other hospitality providers so that a mode of cooperative education can be
encouraged for mutual benefit.
The structure of the curriculum thus needs to be one which is orchestrated; it combines
part of civic English and tourism studies, with all courses taught in English and includes
practical and co-curricular components.  This study indicates that students generally may not
be aware of their own learning difficulties.  Thus it is prudent to train them through a
deliberate self-diagnosis; in this way, they will be fully aware of their learning problems so
that ESP learning or for that matter any other learning can be more effective.  It may prove to
be a valuable general education product which will always be useful for the student’s future,
both as a professional worker as well as a cultured member of the local community n
Appendix 1: Student’s Profile
(See Appendix 1 end of this paper)
1. Do you use English at home?
2. Which newspaper(s) do you normally read?
3. Who do you normally use English with?
4. In which situation(s), do you normally use English?
5. Have you visited any commercial establishments before? (ie hotels,
restaurants, travel agents, tourist information centres). If yes, state the name of the
establishment and the date of visit.
6. How do you rate your English proficiency given the scale 1 to 5 (1=very
poor,2=poor,3=average,4=good, 5=very good)?
7. What do you hope to achieve at the end of this course?
Thank you for filling in the form.
Mh2002/sskp
Appendix 2: Students Expectations of the Course
Students wrote: (in their own words)
Can speak English fuel.
Can use/talk in English very well
Can speak in English.
Yes, very good speak in English.
Have good spoken.
I can speak English very well.
Hope I can improve my English.
Good command of English & good result in exam.
Grade A.
*I can improve my English and know more about hospitality/tourism.
Improve my English skills.
Can improve my English.
Learn more English.
Able to speak fluently and get B for it.
Good command of English & good result in exam.
Improve my English.
I can speak and know well using of English.
I can speak English well and have improvement.
Improve my English and get a good result.
I hope that I will improve my English.
*Can speak English in proper way.
































Improve my English and built up more confidence.
Better English’s improvement.
I can understand and speak fluently English.
Improve my speaking skill and grammar.
Can talk English fluently.
*Know how to speaking fluently in English espeacially in hospitality field.
Can speak proper English in daily.
My English would have an improvement.
Improve my grammar and speaking.
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